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Three seventh-
graders from 
Sitka’s Blatch-

ley Middle School 
stand in a stream, en-
thusiastically filling 
ten-gallon buckets 
with gravel to secure a 
log structure that will 
improve salmon habi-
tat in the Starrigavan 
Valley. The cold, rainy 
weather does little to 
dampen their progress 
or their spirits.

“Work is fun!” 
shouts one boy as 
he continues to fill 
buckets.

This work is part 
of the Starrigavan Stream Team, a 
Forest Service program led by Sitka 
fisheries biologist Rob Miller and 
conducted with help from the Na-
tional Park Service, Sitka Conser-
vation Society, Alaska Department 
of Fish and Game, and others to get 
kids in the woods and experience 
science beyond text books and test 
tubes. 

In the field, the students apply 
their knowledge of stream inver-
tebrates by collecting them in nets 
and sorting them into ice cube trays 
by species. The number and diver-
sity of invertebrates they find will 
help them describe the health of the 
stream. 

Some of the students are quick to 
recognize the different invertebrates 
they learned about in class and they 
begin sorting them with tweezers. 
Other students need some time to 
overcome their initial repulsion to 
working with the tiny critters:

“Eww...gross!” 
“I dare you to eat one!” 
“Don’t touch me with that thing!”

Beyond Textbooks and Test Tubes 
Story and photos by Judy Suing, Public Affairs Specialist, Tongass National Forest

After a few minutes of watching 
their peers work and being handed 
a pair of tweezers and an identifica-
tion chart, even these reluctant stu-
dents begin classifying these indica-
tor species.

Next, students get first-hand ex-
perience measuring the pH and dis-
solved oxygen in the stream and 
learn how water chemistry affects 
aquatic organisms.

Braving the chilly water, students 
then measure stream cross-sections 
and pebble sizes to understand the 
quality of the stream habitat and how 
fish and other aquatic species make 
use of stream ripples and pools.

These activities are hardly busy-
work. The Forest Service uses the 
data collected by the students to 
help determine the long-term effects 
of stream restoration in the Starriga-
van Valley. Blatchley math teacher 
Melissa Robins will take these data 
sets back to the classroom for her 
students to practice their statistics 
lessons.

When the students get to the 

stream restoration sta-
tion the goal is not just 
to improve the habitat 
for the salmon that 
the larger community 
relies on, but it also 
gives the students 
a tangible reminder 
of the lessons they 
learned in this out-
door classroom. The 
idea is for the students 
to come back and see 
how the log structures 
they helped to install 
improved habitat for 
fish and other wildlife.

In addition to get-
ting kids outside to 
explore the natural 

world, one of Miller’s goals for this 
program is to provide students an op-
portunity to explore careers working 
in the woods. Miller himself was in-
spired to work for the Forest Service 
after taking an outdoor field course 
in the third grade. 

Geoff Smith, National Park Service, 
assists students in collecting stream 
invertebrates. Photo by Judy Suing.

Students from Blatchley Middle School demonstrate their might after 
constructing a log structure to improve fish habitat. 
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“If we could get at least three or four of these kids 
each year interested in this kind of work, I’d be happy,” 
said Miller.

When asked about their favorite activity of the 
day, Michael Boose and Trevor Shoening easily reply 
with bug identification and stream restoration. After 
a thoughtful pause, Michael turns to his friend, “Hey 
Trevor, maybe you and I should go and work for the 
Forest Service.” 

With that ringing endorsement, Miller should consid-
er this year’s Stream Team program a success.

A student tests 
the water 
quality of a 
tributary in the 
Starrigavan 
Valley. 

The Alaska Region is joining the Sustainable Op-
erations Western Collective Board. The Western 
Collective is a focused sustainable operations 

program that includes R1, R2, R3, R4, R6, and Rocky 
Mountain Research Station employees, and now R10. 
The Alaska Region will formally join the Western Col-
lective by signing the charter at the Board meeting in 
Albuquerque, the week of September 7. The Deputy Re-
gional Forester and I will serve as board staff and board 
staff member respectively. 

The Western Collective facilitates the overall coor-
dination and collaboration of sustainable operations 
practices throughout the Forest Service, while provid-
ing the management and leadership climate to ensure 
such activities and practices are successful. Joining the 
Western Collective will create opportunities to promote 
and broaden Forest Service sustainable operations ca-
pabilities in the Alaska Region through networking and 
knowledge sharing. The objectives of the Western Col-
lective are to:
•	 Incorporate and maintain long-term programs, prac-

tices, tools, and policies that integrate environmen-
tal footprint principles throughout the organization by 
removing barriers and promoting the use of appropri-
ate technologies;

•	 Institute a culture that emphasizes education, rewards 
positive actions, and recognizes achievements that re-
duce our environmental footprint in long lasting ways;

•	 Integrate environmental footprint considerations into 
daily decisions, habits, planning and operations; and

•	 Increase capacity and capabilities to implement Sus-
tainability principles throughout the region.
The Alaska Region has made significant progress in 

fulfilling its vision of sustainable leadership. Demon-
strating national leadership, the Tongass is one of only 
six pilot forests in the Forest Service to join the EPA 
Climate Leaders program. Following Climate Leaders 

well-established protocol, the Tongass has developed 
their First Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Inventory and First 
Environmental Footprint Report. This baseline inven-
tory includes FY2007 emissions from stationary com-
bustion sources, the vehicle fleet, purchased electricity, 
and chartered flights. Conducting the inventory pro-
vides a better understanding of emissions from forest 
operations, which enables employees to work towards 
meeting realistic emissions reduction goals. The Ton-
gass’ sustainable leadership is evident regionally. The 
Chugach National Forest is following Tongass’ lead by 
undertaking a similar environmental inventory and sus-
tainability action plan. Tongass employees are offering 
support to the Chugach employees by sharing lessons 
learned and sustainability resources. Joining the West-
ern Collective will provide opportunities for the Region 
to share and network nationally. 

For more information, please contact me at  mmpark-
er@fs.fed.us or visit http://fsweb/tongass/GreenTeam/
greenindex.shtml.

Alaska Region to Join Western Collective
By Michele Parker, Environmental Engineer, Tongass National Forest

Meeting of the Western Collective 


